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DISCLAIMER
 
This book is intended as a short introduction to the topic. Every effort has been made to approach the cultures and stories included with respect, accuracy and sensitivity. Should there be any errors, we apologize and shall be pleased to make the appropriate amendments in any future editions.
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Introduction

Death is a puzzle that humankind has been pondering for almost a quarter of a million years.

Despite millennia of biological and cultural evolutions, finding a way to come to terms with our mortality remains out of reach for many of us.

A fear of the unknown is inescapable for most of us and what lies beyond the veil of death is impossible to see with waking eyes. Though we’re offered glimpses of the shape of a possible afterlife through art, literature, poetry and religious texts, there is always a shadow of doubt. Philosophical pronouncements are of little comfort when the urgent, ubiquitous demands of everyday life crowd our minds and absorb our attention.
 
So how, then, are we to deal with death? Well, what better way than to make a friend of it. Or, if not a friend, then at least a more familiar acquaintance, so as to dispel a little of that fear. Death is a fate we must all face, but it needn’t be a morbid and miserable affair.
 


This book offers insights into the multitude of fascinating ways that cultures past and present across the world have attempted to process the loss of life and reassure themselves about what might wait for them on the other side. In learning about the unique and various ceremonies, rites, stories and beliefs that different people use to acknowledge and celebrate the passing of their kin, you – the reader – will ultimately become more familiar with this most natural part of life. By opening our eyes to the physical, emotional and spiritual reality of death, shaking off any negative associations and even seeing the lighter side of the end of life’s wild and unpredictable journey, we can all find a path that leads to acceptance, integration and peace.

Media vita in morte sumus

In the midst of life we are in death.
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Chapter One: What Lies Beyond

For those who are religious or spiritual, death is so much more than a full stop to the story of someone’s life ‐ it can be one of a fantastic number of fascinating “sequels”. In this respect, the history of the ideas around the afterlife is also the history of human spiritual beliefs and religions. This chapter will offer a brief overview of how humans throughout their existence have pondered what dreams may come in the everlasting sleep.




Belief Before Mainstream Religion

Spiritual belief ‐ the idea that you can connect with something larger than yourself, such as nature, gods or a higher power ‐ is as old as humanity itself. Even in the distant age of our proto-human ancestors, we can see evidence of an innate desire to make sense of life and death, and to see beyond the boundaries of the senses. No matter where you travel in the world, this desire will be present. It evolved within early human cultures until the creation of written languages allowed the subject to be explored further, both in more depth and among greater and greater numbers of people. By the time early civilizations had emerged, the idea of an afterlife was widespread and common.
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[image: ] The Curious Case of Homo Naledi [image: ]

One of the clearest signs of a belief in something beyond death in early humans can be found in the Sunghir burials. Sunghir was a 34,000-year-old site in western Russia which, when excavated in 1955, was found to contain the remains of a middle-aged man and two young boys buried with “grave goods”. Grave goods are items intended to benefit the deceased in the afterlife. The boys were accompanied by over 10,000 mammoth-ivory beads, ivory spears, antlers and other artefacts.

In 2015, a relative of Homo sapiens called Homo naledi was found in the Rising Star cave system in South Africa, living there around 300,000 years ago. In 2023, researchers proposed that activities relating to the Rising Star burials, such as dug-out pits and geometric carvings in the stone at the site, could suggest “funerary behaviour”.

While we may never know what these early humans were thinking, we can see that blessing and honouring our dead is something that we have done for millennia.


Funerary behaviour is actions or behaviours we undertake to commemorate or honour the dead.







[image: ] Megalithic Monuments [image: ]

Europeans in the Neolithic period ‐ around 10,000-2,200 BCE ‐ are well known for their use of megalithic (large stone) structures. While the exact purpose of the most famous example, Stonehenge, is still subject to debate, there are other sites that provide much clearer evidence of their purpose. People deemed worthy by their community in Ireland and Scotland could expect to be interred in court cairns. This is one of the earliest examples of Neolithic people housing their dead. These tombs consisted of a semi-circular stone “court”, leading to different burial chambers. The tomb was itself covered with a mound of stones, known as a cairn.

Although researchers are still uncovering more details about burial rituals and Neolithic perceptions of the afterlife, the grave goods and other items uncovered by archaeologists confirm that those laying their dead to rest believed that the deceased would live on in some capacity and need these items in the afterlife.





[image: ] The Egyptian Pyramid Texts [image: ]

The Ancient Egyptian concept of the afterlife is one of the most well known. The glittering golden funerary mask of the pharaoh Tutankhamun is familiar to millions across the world, as are the colossal pyramids that serve as tombs to the mighty rulers of old.

Death was of the utmost importance in Ancient Egypt and making the transition from the world of the living to Duat, the underworld, was a highly complex operation. So complex, in fact, that devotees made permanent records. Carved into the walls of various pyramids (the earliest dating back to around 2353‐2323 BCE) are hieroglyphic spells and recitations to ensure safe passage for the spirit. These so-called Pyramid Texts are arguably the oldest-ever written reference to a land beyond, and were included in what would later form an entire corpus of funerary texts known as The Book of the Dead.





[image: ] Gilgamesh and the Quest for Eternal Life [image: ]

Ancient Mesopotamia is responsible for creating what is recognized by many experts as the first ever literary work: the Epic of Gilgamesh, carved into clay tablets in the Sumerian language in around 2100‐1200 BCE. It tells of Gilgamesh, king of Uruk, and Enkidu, a wild man created by the gods to keep Gilgamesh in check. The two eventually become friends, team up to kill the Bull of Heaven and, as punishment for the slaying, Enkidu is sentenced to death by the gods.

In Tablet 8, which covers Gilgamesh’s lament for his lost friend, we see mention of the netherworld ‐ the first literary reference to the afterlife. Tablet 12 sees Enkidu “alive” in the netherworld, where he is tasked by Gilgamesh to retrieve some of his belongings that have inexplicably fallen into that realm. Here we have the first-ever mythological story written, the first moral tale ever told in writing, and its standout themes are eternal existence and the afterlife.





[image: ] The Greek Underworld [image: ]

Imaginings of the afterlife really ramped up when Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey were written down and circulated in roughly 750‐700 BCE. Many people are so familiar with the fantastical beings in Homer’s works that it’s sometimes easy to forget that the Ancient Greeks actually believed in them. At this time, Greeks were largely polytheistic, believing in many gods and goddesses that were responsible for influencing specific aspects of their daily lives.

One of the most famous Greek gods is Hades, god of the dead and ruler of the underworld (which is also named Hades). Although he is an icon of sass in Disney’s Hercules, the Hades of Ancient Greece is rather different. He is a sombre and stern character, and he cannot abide souls who try to leave the underworld. The Greeks did not believe in a meritocratic afterlife system, with those who behaved well in life living a life of ease and joy in the afterlife, or those who behaved badly being punished for doing so. No, no ‐ the underworld itself was a dark and gloomy place, no matter who you were. On the upside, you had to do something really bad to end up suffering until the end of time. (We’re looking at you, Sisyphus!)





[image: ] Heaven and Hell in the Roman Afterlife [image: ]

The Greek myths had proven to be so impressive that they were adopted and adapted by the Roman Empire. Rome also had a literary champion, Virgil, whose foundational poem, the Aeneid, also painted a vivid picture of the afterlife. Here we are presented with two distinct realms within the underworld: Tartarus, an abyss reserved for the torment of evil-doers and a prison for the Titans, and Elysium, verdant fields where the blessed and the heroic could be happy experiencing the joys of earthly life once more. (Yes, just like Russell Crowe in Gladiator!)

While Homer had already conceived of these separate realms, the fact that Virgil chose to expand upon the moral side of the afterlife is rather telling ‐ for the Romans, piety in life helped ensure prosperity in death. After all, who wouldn’t want to frolic in fields of green?





Morality and Mortality

As we’ve seen, pondering what comes after death is a powerful human response and has been for millennia.

Let’s now take a look at some of the largest religions in the world and their perceptions of death and the afterlife. For some religions, this is of the utmost importance. If one’s actions in life have consequences for the afterlife, in either punishments or rewards, it inevitably shapes the way
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[image: ] Karmic Destiny in Hinduism [image: ]
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The Great Hall in Norse Paganism







[image: ] THE HERE AND NOW in Judaism [image: ]
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[image: ] The Noble Truths of Buddhism [image: ]









[image: ] Ancestor Worship in Japan [image: ]











[image: ] A Hellish Trial in Mayan Belief [image: ]








[image: ] The Ultimate Sacrifice in Christianity [image: ]
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[image: ] An Honourable Plight in Sikhism [image: ]







[image: ] Degrees of Separation in Kabbalah [image: ]
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Death Without Religion




[image: ]




[image: ]A Definite “Don’t Know” in Agnosticism [image: ]







[image: ] A Non-Issue in Atheism [image: ]
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